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Leonhard Euler, the 18th century’s most prolific mathematician, corresponded 
extensively with many of his contemporaries; these letters are in the process of 
being published in the eight volumes of Series IVA of the massive Opera Omnia. 
Euler’s correspondence situates his work in the context of contemporary discus- 
sions, a context which encompassed both fruitful collaboration and vitriolic dis- 
pute. In light of his place in the academic establishment of the Enlightenment 
republic of letters, it also illuminates the ties between technical concerns and the 
institutions in which they were pursued. 
Euler in many ways epitomized the successful 18th-century academician. Resi- 
dent first at the St. Petersburg Academy (1727-1741), then at Berlin (1741-1766), 
and again at St. Petersburg (1766-1783), he took his academic responsibilities 
very seriously. Throughout his long career, he was also an active foreign member 
of the Paris Academy, entering (and winning) many of the Paris prize competi- 
tions. At any given time, his loyalty to the academy paying his pension was 
sincere, though never blind. It is apparent from his correspondence that he used 
his influence and abilities whenever possible to further his own career and those of 
relatives, friends, and philosophical allies. 
Following 14 very productive years in Russia, Euler moved to Berlin in 1741 as 
Frederick the Great’s first and most brilliant acquisition for the recently revived 
Academy of Sciences there. Soon thereafter, Maupertuis accepted the presidency 
of the academy, having been promised a large pension and virtually unlimited 
authority over his new domain. Euler served as director of the mathematical class 
of the academy and as a loyal supporter of Maupertuis. After Maupertuis’s death 
in 1759, Euler performed many of the duties of the presidency, but he was never 
officially promoted and he ended up returning to St. Petersburg in 1766 after 
falling out with Frederick. The king’s attempts to force Euler to stay in Berlin 
without making him president are documented in their correspondence. 
The bulk of the letters under review date from the period 1744-1766. In the first 
15 years of this period Euler collaborated with Maupertuis on problems of aca- 
demic policy, personnel, and finances. Because of Maupertuis’s chronic illness, 
he was often away from Berlin or unable to attend meetings. During these ab- 
sences, many of the details of day-to-day operations were delegated to Euler, 
although Maupertuis never relinquished any of his authority to make final deci- 
sions. As a result, Euler put into writing much academic business which otherwise 
would have been discussed in person. Unfortunately, only Euler’s side of the 
correspondence survives; nevertheless, these letters provide a peculiar and inter- 
esting chronicle of academic power relations in Berlin. 
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Since Maupertuis and Frederick II were probably the least mathematically 
inclined of Euler’s correspondents, the historical interest of the letters in this 
volume lies primarily in the light they shed on the affairs of the Berlin Academy, 
rather than on technical questions internal to mathematics or physics. However, 
many of the letters to Maupertuis do touch on the numerous scientific debates in 
which Euler participated. These included his various arguments with d’Alembert 
about vibrating strings, hydrodynamics, and the precession of the equinoxes, as 
well as other problems in optics and astronomy. The most extensive and detailed 
scientific discussion centers on the principle of least action. Although the passages 
on this subject were published in 1938 [Brunet 1938, 61-771, we now have the 
definitive texts with extensive editorial annotation. These important letters eluci- 
date Euler’s profound commitment to an extremum principle for mechanics, his 
loyalty and deference to Maupertuis in matters of priority, and his articulate 
defense of Maupertuis’s originality in the bitter wrangle with Samuel Konig. Here 
again, the hegemony of the academy came into play. After due consultation, 
Konig was expelled from that august body for his challenge to Maupertuis. The 
detailed notes by Pierre Costabel enable the reader to correlate these letters with 
the published papers of Euler and Maupertuis on least action, which can be found 
in Series II, Volume 5, of the Opera Ornnia. 
The correspondence with Frederick (87 letters and 17 related documents) testi- 
fies to Euler’s importance to Frederick, but also to the evident strains between the 
two men. Euler was a valuable asset to the Prussian king, both through his en- 
hancement of the luster of the academy and through his technical advice on 
numerous practical matters, but he did not fit into the circle of convivial philo- 
sophes who surrounded Frederick at his court in Potsdam. Their relations, while 
predominantly polite, were not particularly warm. Nevertheless, Euler seems to 
have undertaken his service to the king and the academy in good faith. In addition 
to evaluating potential candidates for university and academy posts, Euler pro- 
vided Frederick with information and calculations about such things as canal 
design and maintenance, the proposed waterworks for the palace at Potsdam, 
windmills, lotteries, and ballistics. It is clear from the letters and other texts 
published here that Euler and Frederick agreed that the role of an academician 
was to make his expertise available to the state whenever possible. 
There is no doubt that this volume will be a valuable resource for scholars of 
18th-century science and scientific institutions. The letters have been carefully 
edited and a great deal of scholarly labor has gone into compiling chronologies and 
indices, identifying individuals, and cross-referencing to other letters and publica- 
tions, all of which will facilitate the use of this material. The letters to Maupertuis, 
in particular, are meticulously annotated by Costabel, who also provides a cogent 
and comprehensive introduction. The liberal references to sources such as official 
documents, contemporary technical works, and the unpublished correspondence 
between Maupertuis and Johann II Bernoulli round out the story provided by the 
letters themselves. 
REFERENCE 
Brunet, P. 1938. Etude historique sur le principe de la moindre action. Paris: Hermann. 
